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Dear Reader,
For most of history, rivers both created and destroyed communities. Some of the
oldest civilizations exist today because people formed communities to maintain
dikes and prevent flooding. If the dikes failed, so did the community; floods
smashed homes and harvests, leaving the people to shiver and starve.
People found life easier near the river where they could farm and fish freely.
Long before Europeans began moving into the Pacific Northwest, American
Indians had already developed a rich culture along the area’s riverbanks and shore
lines. The salmon in the Nooksack River and the shellfish in Bellingham Bay sus
tained them, as they would white settlers during 19th and 20th centuries. The city
of Deming grew where the North, Middle and South forks of the Nooksack join,
before winding through Everson, Lynden, Ferndale and Bellingham.
Today, the Nooksack River runs through almost every major township in
Whatcom County. Its water irrigates fields, nurses salmon and, because of a
diversion completed in 1962, bathes and satiates more than 85,700 county resi
dents who draw water from Lake Whatcom. The river defines this community
more than Mount Baker or Bellingham Bay; yet the community raised on it may
be the river’s undoing.
In 2000, the Department of Ecology released a study showing high levels of fecal
coliform bacteria in the Nooksack. A high fecal coliform count — which can point
to the presence of deadly pathogens such as E. coli and Hepatitis — comes from an
increased amount of human or animal fecal matter in the water, often because of
careless development or farming. A fecal coliform test is a common way hydrolo
gists determine a water body’s health; that the Nooksack failed it so completely is
cause for alarm.
Two of Whatcom County’s other water bodies linked to the river, Bellingham
Bay and Lake Whatcom, are also imperiled by growth and agriculture. The bay’s
floor is covered with one of heavy industry’s leftovers — mercury — while Sudden
Valley’s sewage regulator. Water District 10, dumps untreated sewage into the lake.
Whatcom County’s wounded waters, however, can still be healed, and through
out the county people are working to right past environmental wrongs.
Farmers work under a new state mandate to protect the Nooksack’s tributaries
from excess manure, a necessary step toward a healthy river. Meanwhile, commu
nity organizations like the Nooksack Salmon Enhancement Association are clean
ing up the river’s banks and replanting them with native species; hopefully, these
improvements will bring Chinook salmon back to the area by limiting sedimenta
tion and decreasing the river’s temperature.
Perhaps the most heartening progress is being made at Whatcom Creek, which
was scorched by a pipeline explosion on June 10, 1999. Today, the mother of one of
three boys killed that day aids in the creek’s restoration, helping replace what was
destroyed while coming to terms with her child’s death. On April 22, a suit brought
against Olympic Pipeline by two of the bereaved families begins, offering another
chance to reconcile a company’s mistakes with its moral obligation.
In the Nooksack, the Whatcom County community has an opportunity. It is well
within our collective power to leave this river better tomorrow than it is today
through restoration and regulation.
- Levi Pulkkinen

Editor-in-Chief:

Levi PulI^J^inen
Associate Editors:

Kate Koch
Sarah Loehndorf
Science Editor:

Colin Dietrich
Designers:

Mary Berkley
Kelsi Giswold
Photo Editor:

Sarah Galbraith
Staff Photographers:

Chris Goodenow
Quoc Tran
Staff List:

Adam Argento
Alison Bidderstaff
Matt Bucher
Jenny Buening
Eric Conn
Gerald Craft
Carley Graham
Tam Huynh
Vivian Lian
Paul Olund
Amanda Patterson
Kim Voros
Planet Radio Producer:

Alyson Chapin
Planet Radio Reporters:

Eric Conn
Josh Haupt
Bradley Pavlil^
Online Editor:

Kate Granat
Advisor:

Scott Brennan
The Planet

c/o Huxley College
Western Washington University
Bellingham, WA 98225
360.650.3543

planet@cc.wwu.edu
http://planet.wwu.edu
This issue of the Planet is printed on
Living Tree Paper's Deja Vu Matte. The
paper stock is 50-percent post-consumer
waste and 10-percent hemp and flax. More
information on Living Tree Paper is avail
able online at www.livingtreepaper.com

Cover photo by Sarah Galbraith
The Planet staff extends its deepest thanks to Floyd McKay for years of service as a
professor and chair of Western’s journalism department. Without his support as an
administrator and vigilance as an instructor, this magazine would not be what it is today.
Thank you for the past 12 years Floyd, and good luck in your ... sob ... retirement.
A special thanks goes to Christopher Kanoa Goodenow, our photographer for the
past two years. His skill and passion as a photojournalist raised the bar here and his gen
tle spirit made working with him a true joy. Hope graduation treats you right Chris.
The Planet staff also thanks the following people for their support and assistance:
Andrew Bodman; Carol Brach; Robert Galbraith; Elizabeth Joffrion; Robin Matthews;
Alethea Maccomber; Keith Seinfeld; the KUGS staff; Dave Knutson and the rest at

ATUS; Laurie, Dave, Margaret, Melissa and all of the publishing services staff; and
the faculties of Huxley College and Western’s journalism department.
The staff extends a special thanks to the following reviewers for their comments
on our past issues: Brian Blix, Jodi Broughton, Vicente Hernandez, Julie Irvin,
Roberta Kelly, Betsy Marston, Sara Noland, Derek Reiber, Jennifer Sahn, JoAnn
Valenti and Carol Yoon.
The paper used for this issue of the Planet was made available through a partner
ship with Living Tree Paper (www.livingtreepaper.com).
Additionally, we’d li\e to than\ all the readers who love or hate us, and everyone
who looks to coexist peacefully in this world. You make this all worth doing.

‘Totally Unacceptable'
by Alison BicJ^erstajf
When, on Dec. 14, 2001, raw sewage was
discharged onto Sudden Valley Golf Course, few
were left to wonder why the situation is
“totally unacceptable.”
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When cancerous growths and sores were found in
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Water is an integral part of everyday life. All life in
Whatcom County drinks it and plays in it.
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While Whatcom Creek recovers from the 1999
explosion, three families grieve for their lost sons
and wait for meaningful pipeline-safety regulation.
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by Matt Bucher
Torn between development and conservation. Lake
Whatcom’s future is in jeopardy, and with it the
futures of more than 85,700 people who drink from it.
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Salmon in the Nooksack River were a defining ele
ment of Whatcom County; but today, they may
only exist because of fish hatcheries intervention.
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Bellingham Bay’s resurrection may be at hand.
After six years of looking, a government and
industry consortium has found a way to bring life
back to the dead bay.
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Raker looms over

JNOOKSACK:
Winding Through History
BY Tam Huynh

Have

you ever heard of fish that you could

walk across their backs there were so many? There was that
many fish; all the little creeks and tributaries had fish in
them,” Roland Stone said. “My brother and I could catch a
fish anytime.”
The 63-year-old warehouseman stands on the deck of his
home in Deming as a blanket of snow covers the Nooksack
Valley, preserving a silence only disturbed by the river flowing
through his backyard.
“When I was a kid growing up, it seemed like it took all day
to walk to the river,” Stone said.
These days, because of the river’s constantly changing course.
Stone needs only to step off his deck to cast his line into the
Nooksack River.
Since the beginning of recorded history, the Nooksack River
has run dry and flooded, engulfing acres of land — sometimes in
just a few months. Despite its unpredictable nature, the first
settlers to Whatcom County vied for land along the river
because of the fresh fish, enormous trees and fertile land.
The Nooksack River is composed of three tributaries — the
North, Middle and South forks. All three cascade down from
glaciers within Mount Baker National Forest and into the valley
below, where they converge into one body of water near Deming.
The river slows to a quiet rumble as it slithers through
[2]
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Whatcom County in shallow channels. It zigzags under
bridges, through forests and rural backyards before it empties
into Bellingham Bay.
Many of the first settlers reached their homesteads by travel
ing on the Nooksack.
“It was a lot easier to load your canoe ... and take the river
as opposed to hiking over land,” said Troy Luginbill, Lynden
Pioneer Museum curator coordinator.
Settlers loaded their belongings into canoes and paddled as
far up the Nooksack as they could before attempting to get to
their destination on foot.
The river was a challenge to the inexperienced navigator;
calm waters would suddenly become turbulent, causing novices
to flip their canoes. For this reason, many newcomers hired
American Indian guides to help them travel the river.
Life was relatively quiet on the Nooksack River — until the
Gold Rush of 1858.
“Gold was discovered up on the Fraser River and then there
were traces found along the tributaries of the Nooksack,”
Luginbill said.
Thousands of people flooded into the Nooksack River valley
when gold was discovered. Miners mistakenly thought British
Columbia’s Fraser River was an easy 35 miles away from the
Nooksack River. Indeed, the Fraser River was close, but there

'Ae

IT WAS ACTUALLY SCA
TO SEE HOW MUCH
POWER MOTHER NATUR
HAS; I DON’T CARE WHAl^
YOU PUT IN ITS PATH,
IT’LL HAMMER IT.

Roland Stone \
Whatcom County resident andfisherman

were no trails leading to it.
Many miners camped near Bellingham Bay until a trail con
necting the Nooksack and Fraser rivers was completed in May
of 1858. Many people thought the gold rush would turn
Bellingham into the next San Francisco.
“(The City of) Bellingham even went so far as to produce a
little booklet saying Bellingham is going to be the (big) city on
Puget Sound,” Luginbill said. “But Canada passed a few laws
making Victoria the center of the province ... so you had to go
to Victoria before you could go prospecting.”
The Gold Rush of 1858 soon faded in Whatcom County
because the laws changed and only small deposits of gold
were found.
“Literally within a year-and-a-half the burgeoning metropo
lis of Bellingham once more became a small settlement on the
bay,” Luginbill said.
As the gold rush burned out, boat traffic increased on the
river. Steamboats were common on the Nooksack River, but
they only traveled as far as Ferndale. The large vessels could
not get past this point because of a logjam, located about four
miles from the mouth of the river.
“It was a big enough jam that when you walked across it,
you didn’t know you were crossing the Nooksack River,”
Luginbill said. “The forest was growing on top of it.”
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By the 1870s, the logjam, known as Big Jam, had grown to
nearly a mile. The federal government did not answer requests
for money to remove the logjam, so local citizens started pledg
ing money to remove it.
John Plaster, answering an advertisement in the local paper,
agreed to remove Big Jam for $450. He worked with his part
ner, James Lynch, through the fall and winter of 1876 and 1877,
until it was cleared on Feb. 20, 1877.
Steamboats were now able to travel farther up the river, but
many had trouble navigating an area known as Devil’s Bend,
located in Lynden. This swift-flowing section of the river dou
bled back on itself, creating an “S” shape. This created treach
erous, swirling waters that easily flipped canoes.
After homesteader Francis Walga’s wife died in a canoe acci
dent during a trip through Devil’s Bend, he decided to make it
easier and safer to pass through.
“He just went out there and cut a ditch from one elbow to
the next,” Luginbill said.
As soon as high waters came, the Nooksack filled the 300hundred-foot ditch he dug. Erosion caused by the river
enlarged the ditch until it completely bypassed the
mile-long bend.
The river was easier to navigate, but congestion caused by
the timber industry’s logs forced a decline in steamboat travel.
2002 winter /

the planet

[3]

a!ir;r*‘

'^‘ip courtes

■‘y“fl^‘y,er„iC„,
'"fo'PnficNonh,,.

’^st Studies; Hi

< • !. *>»V.

Collection,

4-76.

(THE CITY OF) BELLINCiHAM EVEN WENT SO
FAR AS TO PRODUCE A LITTLE BOOKLET SAYING^ BELLINGHAM IS GOING TO BE THE (BIG)
CITY ON PUGET SOUND.
Troy Lu^inbill
Lynden Pioneer Museum curator coordinator

“Timber was floated and rafted down the rivers,” said Tim
Wahl, Bellingham Greenways Volunteer Program coordinator.
“This reached a pitch in the mid-1880s where it really com
peted with steamboat travel; the combination of the logging
industry dominating the river and the railroads coming to
serve the towns in lieu of the steamboats ended the
steamboat era.”
The dense forests of Whatcom County, combined with the
Nooksack River, made logging a very profitable industry.
“(The logging industry) started in the i86os and boomed up
through about 1910,” Luginbill said. “They started along the
shore (of Bellingham Bay) and logged all that off, and then
started going up the Nooksack and logging that off.”
The trees would be cut into short pieces so oxen could drag
them to the river. Loggers marked the trees to distinguish them.
[4]
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“In the hey-day of the logging era they would brand (the
trees),” Wahl said. “People registered brands to sort out whose
logs were whose.”
Bellingham Bay and British Columbia Railroad finished the
train tracks from Bellingham to the Canadian Pacific Railway in
1891. By the early 1900s, ferry and steamboat use was only a frac
tion of what it once was.
The river gradually changed due to a combination of natural
and human forces after the turn of the century.
“Rivers now are wider and shallower ... the water level fluc
tuates more because you’ve lost the wetlands that store water and
meter them out in a gradual basis,” Wahl said.
He said sediment, once moved into side channels, now flows
in only one channel, which causes the river’s bottom to fill up
with gravel and sand.

Lars and Anna Nesset decided to leave Norway and ma\e the
NooJ{sacl{ River valley their home in igo2. The house they moved into had once been
closer to the river, hut had to be moved a few years prior to their arrival
because the NooJ{sacl{ had changed its path.
The Nessets would soon learn about the fickleness of the
Nooksack River — in igog a flood too\ out their fruit orchard.
Less than a decade later most of their original barn was washed
away by the river. Their home would endure yet another move
after flood waters came within i^feet of their front porch in ig^o.
Despite the unpredictability of the river, the Nessets enjoyed their
life along the river. The land and river gave them all that they
needed —fruits, vegetables, fish and trees for firewood.
The family also raised chickens and cows, from which they sold
eggs, milk
butter. Milk from
dairy cows was poured over a
cold radiator, cooled by water from a nearby stream,
until the mifr truck came to pick
Today, the Nesset home is being restored into a his
torical site. The family donated their land to the
Whatcom Land Trust in iggg to preserve their land
and allow others to learn about their lifestyle.
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“You’ve essentially turned the river into a big ditch,” Wahl said.
Dikes were installed along the riverbanks to help control
flooding in the 1960s.
“They were attempting to control the flooding of the
Nooksack through the dikes and to keep erosion down as much
as possible,” Luginbill said. “The Nooksack is a very mobile
river. It has a tendency to eat a lot of people’s farmland.”
The flooding has changed the river’s course several times
over the last century.
“A guy was in real estate and he bought land down here —
it was at a courthouse land sale,” Stone said. “Well he bought it
and he didn’t realize he bought part of the Nooksack River.
You virtually can’t do anything on it; you can’t remove the
gravel and of course you can’t build on it.”
The man donated the land to Whatcom County, which

turned the area into an eagle park where people can watch the
birds soar over the ever-changing river.
“It was actually scary to see how much power Mother
Nature has; I don’t care what you put in its path, it’ll ham
mer it,” Stone said.
Stone doesn’t spend much time on the river these days, and
he doesn’t bother fishing out of the river anymore.
“Nowadays you’re liable to go out there all day and not get
a bite.” Stone said.
Instead he heads into Canada whenever he wants to go fish
ing, leaving the Nooksack River behind to create a new chan
nel through his backyard.
Junior Tam Huynh studies chemistry at Western. She has previously
been published in The Current, Green River Community College’s
student newspaper.
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BY AMANDA PATTERSON

The

PHOTOS BY CHRIS GOODENOW

swimming-pool-size pond of stinking sludge slowly sepa

rated, the water draining out revealing a thick crust of cracking, solid manure. A floating pump,
wearing a bright industrial-blue barrel as a cap, rested in the middle of the crust atop nearly 12
feet of dairy manure. A pipe carrying a yellowish manure-water mixture emptied into the pond
leaving a bubbling, white froth in its wake.
This is not simply an ugly vat of waste; it is a sophisticated method of nutrient management
practiced by dairy farmers in the Nooksack watershed. After a history of limited understanding
and misuse, Whatcom County’s agricultural community is attempting to remedy the environ
mental degradation it brought to the Nooksack River.
The Washington Agricultural Statistics Service ranked Whatcom County first in the state
for total blueberry, raspberry and strawberry production and for number of dairy cattle.
According to the 1992 Census of Agriculture, farmers bring in nearly $4 million into the com
munity each year. At the same time, these farms contribute pesticides, bacteria and nitrates to
the ecosystem.
The United States Geological Survey released a report in 1999 that attributed between 85 and
88 percent of total nitrate loading in groundwater in Whatcom County to agricultural activities.
“Farming used to be a lot more fun,” Marty Maberry said from behind his desk at Jake
Maberry Packing.
[6]
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Wearing a Seattle Mariners baseball cap and blue jeans,
Maberry leaned back in his big office chair and gazed out the
window at the sky.
“I didn’t know I was going to have to be an attorney,”
Maberry said.
During the last decades, Maberry, a third-generation berry
grower in Lynden, watched agriculture change dramatically.
Maberry’s grandfather left Missouri in the 1940s to farm the
Nooksack valley. Now, he and his brothers run the farm.
Like many farmers in the region, Maberry said he finds
himself in a new role as steward, entrepreneur and sometimes
lawyer. With nearly 750 acres of farmland — most of it dedi
cated to growing raspberries, blueberries and strawberries —
and more than 500 employees, Maberry is an owner and man
ager of a large business.
Increasingly large operations like Maberry’s have roused con
cern over the added environmental pressures. He said farms
like his have survived over the years by continually increasing
production. He said this means not just increasing acreage, but

increasing the production from acreage already in use, which
often means relying on chemical pesticides and fertilizers.
“We don’t like using these materials,” Maberry said, “(but)
that’s how the American farmer has kept up in this business.”
He said farmers are not willing to risk crop failure because of
pests or disease when their entire livelihood depends on success.
“The kind of agriculture we do in this country is dependent
on pesticides,” said Henry Bierlink, administrator of the
Whatcom County Agriculture Preservation Committee and
executive director of the Washington Red Raspberry
Commission. “The Department of Agriculture has a pesticide
regulation program in which they come out and they can check
your records.”
The uses recently produced a comprehensive water quali
ty study investigating Washington’s aquatic health. Sandra
Embrey, a USGS hydrologist and contributor to the study, said
the agency discovered troubling data.
Though wells deeper than 120 feet in Whatcom County
were not contaminated by pesticides, the USGS found more

Probably the biggest regulation that pertains to us is that we all have to have
manure management plans. It’s really quite amazing. It’s a whole different concept
because now we have to account for all of the manure that is put on our fields.
George Train, Whatcom County dairy farmer

A one-month-old female Brown Swiss calf will grow up to produce milk for George Train. A cow produces about 60 pounds of milk each day when it is two years old.
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George Train's 48-cow herd is one of the few small herds left in Whatcom County in an age where most farms have grown into what he calls “cow factories."

George Train, clad in overalls and a flannel shirt, sat in his kitchen eating oatmeal, drinking coffee and discussing the politics
of agriculture in the Nooksack watershed. Train, who started farming in 1963, has a 48-cow herd and is one of the few small farm
ers left in Whatcom County.
“We’re very, very small in today’s agriculture,’’ he said. “Our farm is a farm of 50 years ago. Farms anymore, you know, are cow
factories. Because changes in the economy ... have forced farms to grow tremendously big.’’
Train, owner and operator of Pleasant Valley Dairy, personally milks his cows — twice daily, every day of the week. He is gentle
with his herd and said he knows the personality of each and every cow. He keeps them on a strict schedule and emphasizes reg
ularity and relaxation.
He said he aims to make milking enjoyable for the cows, as he has found uncomfortable cows will not give up her milk.
“If you treat the cows right, they’ll treat you right,” Train said.

than double the allowed amount of 1,2-DCP, a pesticide used
in berry farming, in two of the county’s more shallow wells.
New laws heavily restrict its use, but trace amounts of 1,2-DCP
are still mixed into legal pesticides.
Washington state Rep. Kelli Linville, who chairs the House
Agriculture and Ecology Committee, is one person responsible
for the new laws. In the past year she sponsored dozens of bills
relating to agriculture, including one providing tax exemptions
and credits to dairy farmers.
The Bellingham Democrat said, as the USGS report states,
that most pesticide contamination discovered today was created
decades ago.
“There is nothing we can do now except try to prevent fur
ther contamination,” Linville said.
While pesticides are a problem, Bierlink said that the
“biggest problem is keeping manure out of the ditch.”
In 1998, the Washington Legislature passed the Dairy
Nutrient Management Act requiring dairies to develop a plan
to manage their herds' waste by July i, 2002. The farms must
implement their plans by the end of December 2003.
Local dairy farmer George Train said he was amazed by the
new regulations.
[8]
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“Probably the biggest regulation that pertains to us is that we
all have to have manure management plans,” Train said. “It’s a
whole different concept because now we have to account for all
of the manure that is put on our fields.”
Linville said the legislature gave farmers a goal of zero pol
lution, but left the techniques up to them.
Officials from the Whatcom County Conservation District, a
non-regulatory governmental agency, help farmers toward the
zero-pollution goal by advising farmers drafting nutrient man
agement plans. WCCP coordinator George J. Boggs said he is
enthusiastic about the farming plans’ progress.
“We’ve got at least 170 of the 200-plus dairies that have a
(nutrient management) plan developed,” he said. “In those
plans we have certain practices that protect the water.”
He said these practices include planting filter strips —
grassy areas that filter the water before it enters a stream or
groundwater — near ditches, and stream buffers to filter out
contaminants and provide shade for fish habitat. Boggs said
the most important new practice, however, is regulating
manure application.
“The effluent is a nutrient if it’s used properly,” he said.
Boggs explained that if manure is applied during rainy

periods, the ground is already saturated and the manure runs
into streams. If farmers apply too much manure, he said, it
could percolate through the soil and into the groundwater
and contaminate wells.
Train said agriculture threatens the environment more
when farmers try to increase production by increasing live
stock concentration.
“Fifty years ago,” Train said, “we didn’t have concentration
problems. We had over 1,300 dairy farmers in the county.

hold six months worth of manure — 3 million gallons.
During the growing season, Appel applies the manure to
his feed crops, which reduces costs and the need for commer
cial fertilizers.
“The more you get out of it, the better,” he said. “It’s better
than commercial fertilizer.”
Appel said he moved his cows away from surface waters 15
years ago when he learned about watershed contamination.
“For us, we’ve always tried to maintain a stewardship

I think that most farmers are good stewards. We should not be looked at as the enemy.
Rich Appel, Whatcom County dairy farmer

Today we have less than 300 — about 275 — and the same
amount of cows. And they put 1,000 cows on 20 acres, and
that’s where we got into problems.”
Train said when farms grow larger, farmers have problems
keeping animal waste separate from runoff.
“They didn’t do it intentionally, but all of the sudden this
massive amount of manure was just going everywhere and they
had to control it,” he said. “Agriculture has changed, so we
have created problems that we have to deal with.”
Boggs said farmers with concentration problems cannot
write nutrient management plans. He said these farmers are
faced with the choice of shrinking their herd, purchasing more
acreage or, if the financial costs are too great, abandoning the
dairy business altogether.
Rich Appel, a second-generation dairy farmer at Appel
Farms, stores his excess manure in large lagoons. He added a
second, larger lagoon 10 years ago. He said the new lagoon can

approach,” Appel said. “I don’t feel like I’m being pressured by
the regulatory agencies. We’ve always tried to keep runoff out
of the creek anyway.”
Linville said farmers and farms are a positive alternative to
development and urban sprawl.
“(Farmers) want to protect the environment too,” she said.
“Agriculture is something, as environmentalists, we should be
trying to protect.”
Appel said, agreeing with Linville, agriculture can have a
positive effect on the environment.
“I think that most farmers are good stewards,” Appel said,
adding that he believes most people don’t realize this. “We
should not be looked at as the enemy.”

Senior Amanda Patterson studies geography and environmental resource
management at Huxley College. This is her first published piece.

George Train removes the milking claws from one of his cows in his milking parlor.
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Highway 542

follows the Nooksack

River through the foothills surrounding Mount Baker. It winds
through Kendall and Glacier, where outdoor-equipment shops
line its gravel shoulders. Along the two-lane road these small
stores fight for drivers’ attention, competing with gas stations
and coffee stands.
During the summer months kayakers and canoeists launch
into the river’s current and winter snows bring a steady stream
of riders and alpinists up the road. Each year, two events high
light the area’s outdoor spirit: the Mount Baker Banked Slalom
and the Ski-to-Sea relay race. Both begin on the slopes at the
end of Highway 542 at the Mount Baker Ski Area.
The area opened its slopes to snowboarders in 1973, making
it one of the first ski areas to welcome the new sport. In the
early 1980s, Tom Sims, owner and founder of Sims
Snowboards, and Bob Barci, a local cycle shop owner, felt it
was time for a race at Mount Baker. Area manager Duncan
[10]
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Howat liked the idea and, in 1985, the slope hosted the first
Mount Baker Banked Slalom.
Sims won the race’s only division, the Pro Men’s. Organizers
added a Pro Women’s division in 1987, in which Duncan’s
daughter Amy Howat finished first. Since then, Amy has
remained involved with the race.
“My older sister Gwyn (Howat) and I both grew up at the
ski area,” Amy said. “Gwyn started working on the Banked
Slalom about 10 years ago, maybe more. I always helped out at
the start stack and did little odd jobs.”
At age 29, Amy has worked at the ski area’s office in
Bellingham for the past five years, with much of her time spent
planning one of snowboarding’s most popular events.
“As for the Banked Slalom, it’s mind-boggling; you have no
idea how much work goes into it,” Amy said. “It’s an epic job
and somewhat thankless some of the time, but every year we
get to see all of our friends, many who come from all over the
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world. This is kind of a family reunion for us.”
During the Banked Slalom, hundreds of spectators watch
racers dive into the curving course.
“It’s really cool because you have a lo-year-old kid from
Duvall standing in the start gate and lo people behind him is
world-champion rider Terje Haakonsen,” Amy said. “It’s a
great blend of local kids, people who have been riding Baker
forever, to Joe Blow who’s maybe been on a snowboard for two
years. And then there are the best snowboarders in the
world; it’s a really fun mix.”
Bobby Hickman, 25, of Glacier, took first place f
in the Older Men’s Amateur division. In 2000, |
Hickman finished i8th after falling during his final |
run.
I
“I didn’t really think I was going to win,” 1
Hickman said. “I just wanted to redeem myself.”
i
Both Hickman and his girlfriend Mechille Kiss I
won their divisions and each received one of the infa- I
mous golden rolls of duct tape.
I
The duct tape trophy, designed by Gwyn Howat, I
carries a novelty that only old-time snowboarders can I
truly appreciate.
I
“I started snowboarding in Hyder, Alaska when I I
was 17,” Hickman said. “I had a Black Snow with |
metal edges, cheap bibs that weren’t waterproof and I
Sorrels. To make my boots stiff, I cut up 5 gallon buck- |
ets and placed sections behind the liners. Duct tape held I
it all together.”
1
As the snowboard season wraps up for the year, plans are I
in place for Whatcom County’s next big event — the Ski- I
to-Sea relay race.
|
Ski to Sea starts at Mount Baker Ski Area and follows the |
Nooksack River to end in Bellingham Bay. The idea |
stemmed from the Mount Baker Marathon, a race founded in
1911 by the Mount Baker Club. Unfortunately the race was
cancelled two years later when Vic Galbraith nearly died after
falling into a crevasse during the event.
The race was reborn as Ski to Sea in 1973. Today, 400 eightmember teams ski, run, bicycle, canoe and kayak the rigorous
82.5-mile circuit. Hosted by the Bellingham/Whatcom
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Chamber of Commerce and Industry, the community’s largest
recreational event takes place every Memorial Day weekend.
Western geology professor Terri Flake, 47, has participated
in every Ski to Sea since 1988, except for 1993 when she was on
Easter Island.
“The most exciting race happened for me in 1989,”

when I was cross-country skiing, we had a team together that
later fizzled out. I still really wanted to race, so I put my name
up as a ‘pick-up person’ on the bulletin board at the Chamber
of Commerce.”
Flake got a call a week before the race from a team of hydrol
ogists in Seattle who were looking for a cross-country skier.
2002 winter /
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On the day of the race, they loaded into her Volkswagen Bus
and drove to the top of the mountain.
“So, there I was on my little, dinky, beater cross-country
skis,” Flake said. “By the time we finished, our team came
in 20th overall and third in the open division. That was my
most exhilarating moment because I actually got to stand
on the podium.”
After 10 years of putting up with the competitive cross
country skiers. Flake had enough.
“The last time I cross-country skied during the event, I was
tripped two times and landed straight on my face,” Flake said.
“I was also jabbed with ski poles by anxious skiers trying to get
ahead. That’s when I decided I wanted to learn how to canoe.”
Flake said canoeing offers her a new kind of risk.
“The scariest part of canoeing is submerged logs that can
tip you over into the freezing cold river,” she said.
Though events like Ski to Sea and the Banked Slalom
always find the spotlight, the Nooksack River offers the
community a recreational outlet all year. Bellingham
resident Keith Robinson, 23, enjoys kayaking the river
even during the gray Northwest winter.
“The Middle Fork of the Nooksack River is a /
blessing for Bellingham-area creek boaters,
Robinson said.
What is a blessing for kayakers, however, has
turned into a problem for wildlife-protection
officers. When Robinson and his kayaker com
panions moved logs for their safety, they caught
the officer’s attention, who have since chained /
the logs in an effort to protect the fragile areas
of the river.
“The newly chained logs made it nearly
impossible for kayakers to ride the area
because the logs were like death traps,”
Robinson said.
He said he believes paddlers have a /
minimal impact on the river in compar- i
ison to other users.
/
“We have places dedicated to load'
ing and unloading our kayaks from the
<•
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river,” Robinson said. “From there, we may brush up against an
occasional rock or tree, but the impact is nil compared to, say,
sports fishermen who are allowed to walk up and down the
banks causing disturbances to the creek beds.”
New restrictions limit recreation on the Nooksack, but don’t
eliminate it. Feople continue playing in the river and the hills
it runs through, enriching their lives in the process. As winter
fades into spring, kayaks replace snowboards on the roofs of
cars speeding up Highway 542.
But it is the river, not the road, that lures enthusiasts to the
area. High above it on Mount Baker or drifting down the
Nooksack in a boat, the river is a playground for all seasons. ^
Freshman Vivian Lian studies environmental journalism and plans to
study graphic design at Western. This is her first published piece.

water

BY Matt Bucher
PHOTOS BY Sarah Galbraith

Clear

green water cuts through the val

ley passing jagged walls of rock that trap the peaceful sounds
of the river in never-ending echoes.
Miles from the nearest town, the river seems to epitomize
and Chris Goodenow
Washington’s untouched beauty, yet around the next bend
human tampering is unmistakable.
Two massive concrete pillars emerge from the water as the
river makes what could be its last turn on nature’s intended
path. The river’s path narrows as it moves closer to the
fortress-like concrete structure,
creating furious whitewater. The
I found a diaper in the
gate hovers as the river rages
swimming area this
below it. Suspended between the
pillars, waiting to fall into place.
summer and it was
When lowered into the water,
gross. People litter all
the rusty yet sturdy gate looks
the time. We should try like the closed entrance to a
medieval castle. It diverts the
to keep the lake clean.
violent river from its course,
forcing it into an adjacent trough
Joey Pedersen
that leads to a 6-mile-long tunnel
9-year-old
under Bowman Mountain.
This is the diversion on the Middle Fork of the
Nooksack River, completed in 1962 to regulate Lake
Whatcom’s water level.
Because of the diversion, water rages through tunnels until
it exits a rusty culvert into Mirror Lake, before continuing its
journey down Austin Creek into Lake Whatcom.
H
Free once again, the water spreads throughout the lake,
A/. /
H
'C Hi
flushing new water as far west as Bloedel-Donovan Park,
/
/
'C.
where thousands will play in it before it becomes the drink
H
/ 'H
ing water for more than 85,700 Whatcom County residents.
H
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“My studies have shown that both the top and bottom
“We open the diversion whenever either the Nooksack’s
regions of the lake are losing oxygen,” Matthews said. “The
in-stream flows are high enough or Lake Whatcom’s water
scary part is that the top of the lake is losing oxygen at an
level is low enough,” said Bill McCourt, who oversees the
alarming rate.”
diversion for Bellingham Public Works. “Since 1998 we have
Officials from Water District 10 disagreed with the assessment,
diverted on average about 400 million gallons each month
however, and wrote Gov. Gary Locke asking Ecology to remove
into Lake Whatcom.”
the lake from the list of polluted waters and stop the study.
The diversion and the lake it flows into are surrounded by
The letter cited scientific evidence produced by
controversy. Conflicting opinions on almost every decision,
Envirovision, an environmental consulting company, that the
study and proposed course of action overwhelm the watershed.
utility claims disputes Ecology’s results, said WD 10
Some water quality experts say the lake’s health is declining
Commissioner Deb Kingsley-Lambert.
because of increased phosphorus and decreased oxygen, while
“If you make the rules, follow them,” Kingsley-Lambert
other experts reject the notion. Lake Whatcom residents con
said. “They didn’t follow their own procedures for listing,
cerned about rapid development around the lake and its
plus the data is disputed by our consulting company.”
affects on water quality argue with those who think it is their
Joy Michaud, owner of Olympia-based Envirovision,
right to subdivide their land or boat on the lake. Although
reviewed the Ecology study for WD 10. She said she has con
many agree action must be taken, the debate surrounding
cerns about the sample dates used to measure oxygen levels in
Lake Whatcom’s health rages.
the lake and whether the study clearly shows oxygen depletion.
As 9-year-old Joey Pedersen and his 13-year-old cousin
Instead of stopping the study, the governor forwarded the
John Waller walk through Bloedel-Donovan Park on a cold
letter to Ecology officials who said the scientific evidence used
and windy February day, they are oblivious to the controver
to list the lake was sound and the best way to get the lake off
sy surrounding Lake Whatcom. Their differences in opinion
the list was to complete the study. Hood said.
about the lake’s cleanliness, however, mirror the arguments
Matthews said she stands by her results and feels that
occurring around Bellingham.
decreased oxygen in a lake is a serious problem.
“I found a diaper in the swimming area this summer and it
“Some of the studies Ecology and I have done measure
was gross,” Pedersen said. “People litter all the time. We
how fast the lake’s oxygen decreases after it stratifies,”
should try to keep the lake clean.”
Matthews said. “Because the results of these tests show oxy
Waller said the lake is clean enough for him.
gen being lost at high levels, and fairly fast, I can say the
“I swam in it all summer and didn’t get sick,” he said.
lake’s oxygen is depleting.”
“Joey’s just a momma’s boy.”
Matthews also noted lower oxygen levels in the lake could
What these two children and many Bellingham residents
change the chemical make-up of pollutants, like mercury,
don’t know is that Lake Whatcom is one of Washington’s
causing them to become more potent.
most polluted water bodies.
“Low oxygen environments tend to move mercury from
The Washington Department of Ecology added Lake
sediments in the water to (living organisms),” Matthews said.
Whatcom to the 303(d) polluted waterways list in 1998 after
“(The organisms) convert the mercury
the agency performed tests reveal
into methylmercury which can be
ing decreasing oxygen levels in the
lake. Ecology will track pollutants Once pollution gets in the passed up the food chain. Then, if fish
eat (these organisms) the methylmer
and oxygen levels to determine the lake there are very poor
cury can be passed to humans.”
lake’s condition and locate major
Last April, Whatcom County offi
problems, said Steve Hood, the and expensive methods of
cials released studies showing that fish
Ecology water quality expert in removing it.
in the lake contained high levels of
charge of the Lake Whatcom study.
“The major problem has always Marian Beddill
mercury. The announcement advised
1
•
1 T^i 1 1
Clean Water Alliance engineer
women of childbearing age not to eat
been Basin 1 by Bloedel-Donovan
*
fish from the lake. According to the
Park,” Hood said. “What we’ve
Environmental Protection Agency, mercury can cause
found in recent tests is that Basin 2 is now losing oxygen and
tremors, convulsions and learning disabilities in children if
becoming more polluted. We will try to track that problem as
they are exposed while in the womb.
well as see where the pollutants are entering the lake.”
In January, the City of Bellingham, Whatcom County and
Bellingham draws drinking water from Basin 2.
WD 10, working together as the Joint Lake Whatcom
While Ecology conducts its study, Huxley College professor
Robin Matthews is the principle investigator for the City of Management Program, hired the United States Geological
Survey to study the source of mercury in Lake Whatcom.
Bellingham’s Lake Whatcom monitoring program. Matthews
Although there are many causes of decreased oxygen in
began conducting tests on the lake in 1987. She said her
lakes, Matthews said development is a major factor. Increased
research led to the same conclusion as Ecology — Lake
phosphorus levels, the primary ingredient in most fertilizer, is
Whatcom’s oxygen levels are diminishing.
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BIoedel-Donovan Park is situated on the shore of Lake Whatcom’s most polluted basin, Basin 1. BOTTOM LEFT TO RIGHT! The diversion
on the Middle Fork of the Nooksack River reroutes water from the Nooksack, which eventually reaches Lake Whatcom (photo by Chris Goodenow). Last
year, 82 new homes were constructed in the Lake Whatcom watershed.
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The different signs around the Lake Whatcom watershed tell part
of the conflict surrounding the lake. Signs warning would-be pol
luters (top, middle) at Bloedel-Donovan Park contrast land
advertisements (BOTTOM) erected by realtors.
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found around residential areas, she said.
Tom Pratum, a lakeside resident and vocal conservationist,
said he sees this problem all the time.
“Property values are so high that people feel inclined to
build io,ooo-square-foot houses,” Pratum said. “Then they
also have huge gardens and lawns which have a major impact
on the lake because of fertilizers.”
Lake Whatcom uses phosphorus much like a garden uses
fertilizer. Over time phosphorus increases the lake’s produc
tivity much like fertilizer helps an unproductive garden.
“We see an increase in the phosphorus load in the lake
which creates more biological productivity,” Matthews said.
“It may sound good, but this actually means there is more
bacteria which eat oxygen and in a lake as young as Lake
Whatcom, that’s not a good sign.”
This productivity increase usually takes thousands of years
in healthy lakes, Matthews said.
“We are doing this to Lake Whatcom through our activi
ties in the watershed,” Matthews said. “What normally takes
thousands of years has taken decades.”
Whatcom County Planning Division manager Sylvia
Goodwin said her department, in cooperation with the Joint
Lake Whatcom Management Program, has tried to educate
the public about the watershed’s sensitivity.
Goodwin said they market non-phosphorus fertilizer along
with “doggy-doo” bags and brochures explaining how resi
dents can lessen their impact on the lake. She also said they
host poorly attended public meetings aimed at bringing
awareness to watershed residents.
“We have a home-owner’s guide that tells owners what the
rules are,” Goodwin said. “A lot of people will follow the reg
ulations if they just know what they need to do.”
Despite existing efforts, the Whatcom County Council voted
on two measures designed to protect the lake on Dec. 11, 2001.
The first measure, a proposed moratorium on the use of sim
ple two-stroke engines on Lake Whatcom, prompted an outcry
from boaters who wanted to continue using the lake. Partly
because of the mob of boaters, many clad in wet suits and hold
ing inner tubes, the council voted the measure down 6-1.
Lloyd Austin, who has lived on the lake for 57 years,
agreed with the council’s decision.
“Boating has always been a part of living on the lake,”
Austin said. “This issue was picked because boats are very
visible, not because of any relevant reason.”
According to the EPA, however, people have underesti
mated boat engine pollution for decades. Because a simple
two-stroke engine’s intake and exhaust ports are open at the
same time, unburned fuel travels through the engine and is
released directly into the water. The EPA estimates that sim
ple two-stroke engines put 25 to 30 percent of their unburned
fuel into the water.
The second measure was a six-month emergency moratori
um on new subdivisions in the Lake Whatcom watershed

said. “Once pollution gets in the lake there are very poor
which the council approved 5-1. The moratorium affected
and expensive methods of removing it.”
about 1,000 properties in the watershed, which could create
Hood said questions surround the amount of pollution caused
another 2,000 lots if fully subdivided, Goodwin said.
by development and how to deal with it. The problem is there
The emergency moratorium left landowners and develop
is no way to keep pollution away from residential areas, he said.
ers unhappy but stopped a flood of new subdivision applica
“We don’t always know exactly where or what the pollution
tions, Goodwin said. It immediately blocked subdivisions of
is coming from,” Hood said. “What we do know is the more
lots smaller than five acres until the county creates a feasible
development, the more pollutants we see coming into the lake.”
plan for the watershed, she said.
Many activists feel Whatcom County should look at
Goodwin said the council will make the final decisions, but
Snohomish County’s protection of its drinking water in the
most likely new storm-water systems will be designed to
Sultan Basin, Pratum said.
work for most homes. This will make it easier and less expen
Robert Waddle, a City of Everett Public Works water qual
sive for new homeowners to have effective storm water man
ity specialist, said the level of protection Sultan Basin receives
agement, she said.
is probably impossible on Lake Whatcom because of popula
County engineers will work to design a system while
tion density around the lake and land ownership issues.
the moratorium is in place. County Council Chairman
Waddle said, however, the key to any good watershed pro
Ward Nelson said.
tection is restricted access to sensitive areas.
The county will also write new requirements dictating how
“There is absolutely no development on the Sultan Basin
subdivisions should maintain storm-water systems and find
reservoir,” Waddle said. “There
ways to lessen development
are some day sites, but not even
impacts like building smaller
Humans can drink wretched
overnight camping is allowed in
roads and clustering houses.
water, but the thing is we
the area.”
Nelson said.
In contrast to the Sultan Basin,
Although roads have a signifi have good water now that
82 new homes were built in the
cant impact on the watershed,
Lake Whatcom watershed last
Goodwin said public safety must doesn’t cost us much to
— the third most of any area
be considered when discussing
treat. Do we want to ruin the year
in unincorporated Whatcom
smaller roads.
County — according to the
“Narrow roads are definitely
beautiful habitat we have
Planning Division’s 2001 yearbetter for the environment, but
and pay huge costs to make end report.
they are not as safe,” Goodwin
Matthews said that the lake
said. “We have to think about
it drinkable?
probably will continue to be a
pedestrians being killed when we
Robin Matthews
source of drinking water no
make this type of decision.”
Huxley College professor and ha\e Whatcom investigator
matter how polluted it becomes.
Finally, the county wants to cre
The costs to treat the water,
ate a system requiring landowners
however, will increase and the lake will no longer provide
to reduce or mitigate no percent of the storm-water their
a good habitat for fish when its accelerated aging causes
subdivisions create by retrofitting old homes with newer
fish kills and algae blooms.
storm- water treatment systems, reducing run-off from new
“Humans can drink wretched water,” Matthews said, “but
homes and educating the public. Nelson said.
the thing is we have good water now that doesn’t cost us
Bill Quehran of the Building Industry Association of
much to treat. Do we want to ruin the beautiful habitat we
Whatcom County said he disagrees with the subdivision
have and pay huge costs to make it drinkable.^”
moratorium and feels it has no hard science behind it.
Boaters, developers and environmentalists all find reasons
“It just doesn’t make any sense,” Quehran said. “Older
to take stands for the lake. But, unless their conflicting opin
homes are the real problem. Many of them have absolutely no
ions can be resolved quickly, there may be nothing about Lake
storm-water control. Lake Whatcom is a place where people
Whatcom future generations will care to argue about.
want to move to and this moratorium just shuts them out of
Meanwhile the clear green water that makes its way from
where they want to live.”
the Nooksack River into Lake Whatcom will continue to be
Marian Beddill, an engineer and member of the Clean
diverted as long as the city feels necessary. ^
Water Alliance, agrees that older homes are a big problem
and need to be dealt with, but also feels that the sub division
moratorium is just the first step the county must take.
Senior Matt Bucher is studying public relations through Western’s
“I’m very solid on the need for no further development
journalism department. He has previously been published in The
Western Front and the Planet.
whatsoever and better storm water maintenance,” Beddill
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Water — the crucial element of life. Two-thirds of an adult’s body
weight is water. Scientists say the first life-forms lived in it.
Christians baptize themselves with it. Children play under it.
Water is the world’s most valuable and most wasted resource.
-Chris Goodenow
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More than 85,700 Whatcom County residents rely on Lake Whatcom
for drinking water, while an unknown number of plants’ and animals’
lives depend on the rivers, streams and lakes in the Nooksack River’s
watershed. These water bodies provide shelter for fish and animals and
nutrients for vegetation; but this is just the beginning.
-Sarah Galbraith

FAR left:

a

local fisherman launches his craft into the

Nooksack, where he can catch and release steelhead.
center: Dave “Nugents”, as he says people around

Nugents Corner call him, enjoys his regular fishing hole on
the Nooksack. left: John Janney finishes a run through a
kayak slalom course on the upper stretch of Whatcom
Creek. Janney maintains the course so other kayakers can
also use it.
Photos by Sarah Galbraith

Photo

Y

essay by

Sarah Galbraith & Chris Goodenow

COMPOUND

FAR left: Ryan Husser listens to pastor Jay Smith declare him a member of the
First Baptist Church in Bellingham just before he is lowered in the baptismal pool.
left: Trevor Pederson, 9, participants in a class to earn a swimming merit badge

at the Bellingham Aquatic Center, above: Lance Romo, recreation supervisor at
the Bellingham Aquatic Center, shows young swimmers how to snorkel.
Photos by Chris Goodenow
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above: Whatcom Transit Authority employee Derek Dwyer

steers a bus through an automated bus-washing system.
right: Mikayla Barber, 6, watches while her grandmother,

Sherry Richey, gets an aquamassage at Champion Massage in
Beilis Fair Mall, far right: K-Lee Wilson, a senior at
Ferndale High School, trims some basil growing in an
aquaponic system for her aquaculture class. The plants grow
without soil and receive their nutrients from their roots extend
ing into flowing water. The water is recycled through a fish
tank and eventually back to the plants. Only 0.25 percent of
the water is replaced every day, to make up for evaporation.

Photos by Chris Goodenow

Senior Chris Goodenow studies journalism at
the Western. His photos have appeared in the
Bellingham Herald, the Every Other Weekly,
Klipsun, the Longview Daily News, the Skagit
Valley Herald, the Spokesman Review and
The Western Front, as well as the past six
issues of the Planet.
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FAR left: The North Cascades tower over wooded valleys.

j

Runoff from the snowy peaks travels down the valley to join
with the Nooksack River and other bodies of water.
left: a bald eagle, perched high in a tree, keeps a watchful

\

eye on the North Fork of the Nooksack River. This area of the
Nooksack, along Mosquito Lake Road, is a popular spot with
eagle watchers, below: Sal Ayob practices the gates at
Whatcom Creek’s slalom course. Ayob took up kayaking in
1988 and began competing in 1992. He competed in the
2000 Olympics.

Photos by Sarah Galbraith

Junior Sarah Galbraith studies journalism at
Western. Her photos appeared in the last
issue of the Planet.
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Totally Unacceptable
BY Alison Bickerstaff
PHOTOS BY Sarah Galbraith

Dec. 14, 2001 y a wet Friday afternoon:
Two men studying Lake Whatcom tributaries discover a new
creek on Sudden Valley Golf Course — a creek of raw sewage.
Tim Paxton and Alan Looff made their discovery while doc
umenting tributary sedimentation in Sudden Valley, a com
munity nestled on the southwest shores of Lake Whatcom, east
of Bellingham. Looff, a Washington Department of Fish and
Wildlife habitat biologist, was struck by the distinct odor only
raw sewage can claim.
‘T thought I was going to hurl,” Looff said. “I was ill for
an hour.”
Looff and Paxton watched children walk and ride bikes
through the creek as it cascaded over the cart path through the
golf course and into Austin Creek, a major Lake Whatcom
tributary — the drinking water reservoir for 85,700 people.
Paxton, vice president of a
local environmental group
called the Clean Water
Alliance, and Looff shooed
the kids away. The lack of
signs or caution tape to warn
the public dismayed them,
so
Looff called
the
Department of Ecology
from the phonebooth across
the street. Ecology officials
said the situation was under
control and people were on
it; the sight of kids walking
through the sewage creek
told Looff otherwise.
Water District 10 Commissioner Deb Kingsley-Lambert
said her agency. Sudden Valley’s sewer regulator, was aware of
the problem the previous evening when the 700,000-gallon
detention tank filled after several days of torrential rain and
the sewage began to overflow. Although WD 10 has had
dozens of sewage spills since the late 1970s, this was the first
since the detention tank was constructed in 1999.
“The detention tank was not meant to be a cure-all,” said
Blair Ford, another WD 10 commissioner. “It has served its
purpose for every single possible overflow except this last one.”
WD 10 had contracts with three trucking companies to
pump sewage out of the tank to prevent overflows and dump
it into a manhole near Bloedel-Donovan Park. From there the
sewage travels to Bellingham’s Post Point Wastewater
Treatment Plant.
“There were at least 28 truckloads (of sewage),” Kingsley-
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Lambert said. “Unfortunately the drivers are only supposed to
drive for so many hours before they’re past their limit.”
Time ran out Friday, Dec. 14, so WD 10 opened an 8-inch
valve to discharge sewage, without a permit, onto Sudden
Valley Golf Course. The discharge, which formed the new
creek Paxton and Looff found, continued throughout that
rainy weekend.
The CWA hosted a public meeting shortly after the spill.
Gathered on the left side of the meeting room sat health officials,
city, county and WD 10 representatives, as well as Washington
Board of Health members. Although invited, no Ecology repre
sentatives attended; the agency is apparently investigating WD
lo’s sewage discharge. Concerned citizens were also present,
mostly clustered on the right side of the room.
Many citizens wondered how much sewage WD 10 actual
ly discharged.
There is no meter on that valve,” Kingsley-Lambert said at
a public meeting hosted by
the CWA.
Leaning over. Ford quick
ly whispered a comment into
Kingsley-Lambert’s ear.
“There’s a meter but it’s not
functioning,” she then added.
Because no one knows
how much sewage was dis
charged, some citizens
worry the sewage threatened
their health.
“The system failed,”
Looff said.
Looff said he wonders why Ecology failed to step in imme
diately. By Monday, kids were still biking through the sewage.
Ecology issued an administrative order Tuesday, Dec. 18
against WD 10 under the Water Pollution Control Act,
ordering the district 10 to stop discharging contaminated
water and to prepare an updated contingency plan to prevent
any further discharges.
In its order Ecology stated a “sample taken Dec. 14, 2001,
confirmed fecal coliform bacteria at 50,000 colony-forming
units per milliliter of water.” A high fecal coliform count indi
cates that parasites such as Cryptosporidium and giardia may be
present. Additionally, people could get Hepatitis or E. coli poi
soning from the sewage.
Washington state’s fecal coliform bacteria standard for lakes
and tributaries is 50 cfu’s per too milliliters. The sewage had 5
million cfu’s per 100 milliliters — 100,000 times the state standard.

I thought I was going to hurl.
Alan Loojf , Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife

Allie Cummings, a registered nurse and CWA member,
said she was concerned that citizens became ill and, due to
poor public notification of the discharge, did not know why.
Even local hospitals were not alerted to the danger until six
days later.
“There were people that were sick,” Cummings said. “It
would be really hard to figure out if it was from the sewage.
The infection control staff and nurses would not have known
what to run tests for.”
She said the public notification of this problem was
grossly inadequate.
“By not notifying, who have they helpedCummings said.
“How that incident was handled is totally unacceptable.”
Paxton is concerned that the Department of Health and
Human Services took WD lo’s word that they were monitor
ing the situation sufficiently.
“(DHHS) wouldn’t even drive out there,” Paxton said.
The DHHS’s lack of involvement concerned others as well
and left many wondering if the agency had an obligation to the
community to take more initiative.
“We were relying on that information (from WD lo), and
we’re not going to do that anymore,” said Christopher
Chesson, DHHS’s environmental health supervisor. “We’ve
upgraded our response protocol.”
DHHS interim manager Regina Delahunt said future situ
ations will be handled differently.
“In the future I think we will go out there for sure and see
from our own perspective,” she said. “And we should have.
“As everyone knows, this has happened many times in the
past. There have been lots of overflows. Our major concern is
for the people that draw water directly out of the lake.”
According to DHHS, approximately 250 families draw their
water from Lake Whatcom. Supposedly WD 10 notified these
families by a prearranged phone-tree system.
“Apparently our communication wasn’t really good on
(notification) because it was our understanding that it really
wasn’t in a public contact area,” Delahunt said.
Contrary to DHHS’s understanding, school children on
their way to the bus stop are allowed to use the golf cart paths
near busy Lake Whatcom Boulevard because the road lacks
sidewalks. Other Sudden Valley residents also use the paths, as
do the thousands of golfers who play the course each year.

According to WD 10 officials, circumstances out of their
control at nearby Lake Louise exacerbated the sewage over
flow problem. A blocked culvert caused the level of the lake,
normally managed by the Sudden Valley Golf Course, to rise
after several days of rain. WD 10 suspects that infiltration of
lake water into the manholes surrounding the lake contributed
to the sewage overflow.
Doug Dillenberger, a groundwater and geological consul
tant of Northwest HydroGeo Consultants, lives on the hill
above Lake Louise. He is confident that surface water from
Lake Louise did not infiltrate the sewer system last month.
“There’s enough elevation difference, that can’t happen,” he
said. “(The culvert) is a separate issue.”
While the sewage overflow stirred worry over water quality,
public health and interagency accountability, it also raised
awareness that cooperation is needed in the future.
WD 10 has lowered the level at which the detention tank
alarm sounds to prevent future overflows and Ecology has
required WD 10 to secure more trucking contracts to pump
sewage from the detention tank.
Five days after Ecology issued WD 10 the ultimatum, nature
delivered its first test.
At 6 a.m. on Friday, Dec. 23, WD 10 issued a red alert when
heavy rains burdened the tank and threatened to fill it. By 7
a.m. trucks began pumping sewage from the detention tank.
Trucks from six different companies took turns pumping
sewage and hauling it to the Bloedel-Donovan Park manhole.
Kingsley-Lambert said the situation was under control.
“Life is just fine,” she said. “They are working away.
Nobody’s stopping and there is no overflow.”
Sewage pumping continued throughout the night as snow
blanketed Whatcom County. Trucks stopped pumping
Saturday; WD 10 had avoided a potential overflow.
Pumping equipment and several new 21,000-gallon
portable tanks are now stationed near the detention tank in
Sudden Valley.
December’s creek of sewage has run its course but commu
nity residents — and their children — hope to never cross one
like it again.
Junior Alison Bickerstaff studies environmental science at Huxley
College and is also a Fairhaven student. This is her first published
piece.
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Public lands should be ecologically driven rather than commodity driven.
Timber harvesters are not managing for the ecosystem. At the end of the day
it comes down to timber sales.
Jeanette Russell
National Forest Protection Alliance networ\ coordinator
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1983, Gov. John Spellman

declared Whatcom and Skagit counties disaster areas. Logs
burst through front doors as mud flooded kitchens and car
ports. Torrential rains caused numerous mudslides, trans
forming local creeks into devastating walls of water.
Cathy Brooking, a Whatcom County resident, remembers
the damage.
“It was pretty spectacular,” Brooking said. “Wood debris
completely covered (Lake Whatcom); some debris piles were
higher than the houses themselves. (Residents) were fearful
for their lives.”
Washington Department of Natural Resources forest
hydrologist Jeff Grizzel said much of the sediment from the
1983 storm came from recently logged areas. He said
orphaned forest roads in poorly regulated cuts triggered many
of the landslides.
“Forty-three percent of the forestry-related sediment contri
butions to the watershed can be attributed to land sliding that
occurred as a result of poorly constructed roads and the 1983
storm,” Grizzel said.
DNR business assistant Dave Malsed said the state began
regulating forestry activities on state and private lands with the
Washington Forest Practices Act in 1974. He said the law was
designed to protect the environment while defending logging’s
place in Washington’s economy.
Since the turn of the century, timber harvesting in the Lake
Whatcom watershed has provided the county with a major eco
nomic resource, said Jeff Jewell, the education director of the
Whatcom Museum of History and Art.
Early settlers were greeted by trees over 300 feet tall and
15 feet thick. More than too million boardfeet of lumber
was extracted annually from Whatcom County in the early
part of the 20th century.
DNR District Manager Jeff May said logging’s environmen
tal impact was relatively unknown in the early 1900s, but since
then the DNR enacted new forest practices and regulations as
logging’s negative effects became evident.
Today, the DNR manages most of the forested land in the
Lake Whatcom watershed. May said the department must
assess all environmental risks relating to logging before it can
develop plans to manage the watershed effectively.
“There have been negative impacts to Lake Whatcom
because of timber harvesting,” May said. “We’ve had a lot of
public opposition because of a fear that harvesting will
affect water quality.”
The state government ratified Second Substitute Senate Bill
5536 — commonly called the Lake Whatcom Bill — in June
2000, halting all logging road construction and timber harvest
ing on approximately 15,000 acres of the 31,300 acres of state-

owned land in the Lake Whatcom watershed.
May said the state wanted public input on a plan that would
address water-quality and public-safety issues. The DNR
appointed an interjurisdictional committee to hear public
opinion before commercial logging could resume on state land
in the watershed. He said committee members hope to finish
their plan by 2003.
Other people, however, believe logging should not occur
within the watershed.
Jeanette Russell, coordinator of the National Forest
Protection Alliance, a non-profit organization, said commercial
logging on state and federal lands should stop completely.
“Public lands should be ecologically driven rather than com
modity driven,” she said. “Timber harvesters are not manag
ing for the ecosystem. At the end of the day it comes down to
timber sales.”
Russell said less than 3 percent of the wood Americans con
sume comes from state and national forests, which could be
replaced through recycling and conservation.
“Forests are more valuable standing than cut down,” Russell
said. “More people visit beautiful (forests) and engage in recre
ational activities than they would in a logged out area.”
Grizzel said harvesting provides revenue for the county, but
it also can contribute to sedimentation in the watershed.
“Sediment has the greatest potential to adversely impact
resource conditions in the Lake Whatcom watershed,” Grizzel
said. “Fine sediment entering streams affects suspended sedi
ment concentrations, which may degrade beneficial uses such
as fish habitat and drinking water quality.”
Grizzel also said current forestry regulations demand 50-foot
buffers of vegetation around streams to help maintain water
temperature and prevent erosion.
“Harvesters don’t have to choose the most environmentally
correct solution,” he said. “They are looking to maximize prof
its while preserving the watershed quality. If it’s going to cost
them more to protect the environment than they can make on
a timber sale, they probably aren’t going to do it.”
The 1983 landslides that killed one man, damaged 300
homes and destroyed roads, bridges and culverts were, in part,
the result of poor harvesting practices. Logging and road con
struction’s impacts cannot be eliminated, but steps can be taken
to reduce their impact on the watershed.
Harvesters and environmentalists can attain a balance that
ensures Washington continues to be a productive timber pro
ducer, while maintaining fish and wildlife habitats and provid
ing clean air and water.
Junior Gerald Craft studies journalism at Western. He has previously
been published in The Western Front and The Horizon, Whatcom
Community College’s student newspaper.

LEFT; Loggers near Galbraith Mountain use heavy equipment to stack felled trees
before hauling them out on trucks.
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WAS SMALL, about the size of a pea, with a small
black dot in the middle. A slimy membrane protected the fer
tilized salmon egg.
“The eggs at this stage are so tender,” said Ed Argenio, fish
hatchery specialist for the Washington Department of Fish and
Wildlife. “Shake them just right and you can kill all these
potential salmon.”
The eggs are Chinook salmon from the Kendall Creek Fish
Hatchery in Deming. The fry, or baby fish, hatch out in winter
and usually begin their journey in spring or summer.
Salmon travel hundreds of miles in their lifetime, from the
upper reaches of the Nooksack River to Alaska. These fish
adapt to both fresh and saltwater and return to the same stream
from which they hatched to spawn and die.
“The salmon spend time in the river growing before they
make their way to the ocean where they will spend anywhere
from two to six years, depending on the species,” Argenio said.
Salmon are an integral part of the Nooksack River system.
For thousands of years, salmon provided food and a way of life
for indigenous people; the Lummi and Nooksack peoples sur
vived on the fish they caught.
“There is a cultural value assoi^iated with salmon,” said Erin
Harwood, a volunteer for the Nooksack Salmon Enhancement
Association. “Historically they are important. The Lummi
depend on the salmon as a resource.”
That importance has also passed to non-native people, in an
economic fashion. During the early part of the 20th century,
Bellingham had one of the largest salmon canneries in the world.
Even today, salmon fishing is a large part of Northwest culture.
“I only fish recreationally,” fisherman Vince Squire said.
“This last season I must have snagged about 30 fish, but I only
kept a couple. The regulations are so tight, I don’t see how any
one would want to fish for a living.”
Fishing license sales help support groups like NSEA,
which work to restore salmon runs.
“One dollar from every fishing license, the money from egg
and carcass sales and $100 from every commercial license sold
help fund our operations,” said Wendy Sherrer, NSEA’s exec
utive director. “We also have been supported by federal fund
ing, which, as of July i, we are losing.”
In 1994, Congress allocated a $1.4 million grant to 14
salmon enhancement groups around the country. The grant
paid for operational costs, education and stream enhance
ment, Sherrer said.
“We are dedicated to creating self-sustaining salmon runs in
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Whatcom County,” Harwood said. “We try to improve
salmon habitat through education, community involvement,
acclimation sites and river enhancement.”
Harwood said NSEA started with a group of environmen
tally conscious individuals meeting in a living room.
“They knew there was a problem and wanted to find a way
to fix it,” Harwood said.
By the middle of the century, over-fishing, deforestation
and habitat destruction had degraded salmon runs in the
Nooksack watershed. Hatchery fish were added to streams to
augment wild salmon runs.
Hatcheries were originally built by canneries. The first
hatchery in Washington state was built around the turn of the
century in Yakima. Hatchery practices, however, were incon
sistent and harmful to the natural populations.
Many early hatcheries used Atlantic salmon to supplement
fish runs. Unfortunately, Atlantic salmon can spawn four or
five times in their lifetime and feed on young Pacific salmon.
“I remember about five years ago when a school of
Atlantic salmon found its way back into the Nooksack,”
Squire said. “They were being bred down near Whidbey
(Island) and the Department of Fish and Wildlife had an
open fishing season on them.”
The most threatened salmon species in the Nooksack River
is the Spring Chinook.
“In 1989, only three Spring Chinook salmon carcasses were
found in all of the Nooksack River-system,” said Ted
Thygensen, a fish hatchery specialist at the Bellingham Fish
Hatchery. “Keep in mind that for every carcass we do find,
there are generally two or three that we don’t find, but if it
hadn’t been for the hatcheries these fish might be extinct.”
Competition between species for good spawning ground,
often worsened by hatchery programs, remains a problem.
Kendall Creek Hatchery in Deming, raises different breeds
of fish, including Spring and Fall Chinook. By releasing both
species in the same area, Kendall Creek Hatchery forced the
salmon to compete for spawning ground.
Habitat destruction is also a serious threat to the existing
salmon runs. Loggers, farmers and developers remove shade
from streams, increasing their temperatures, and the absence
of an active root system intensifies erosion.
“Logging along the South Fork has been a problem,”
Argenio said, “because when it rains sediment is added to the
river, making the water look like chocolate milk, which covers
the salmon eggs and suffocates them.”

PHOTOS BY Chris Goodenow & Carley Graham

TOPI Freshly planted saplings line the banks of a small creek in the Nooksack
River watershed as part of a Whatcom County Conservation District program to
grow vegetation along streams to make them more hospitable to salmon.
Photo by Carley Graham.
center: Young Spring Chinook salmon are raised in the Kendall Creek
Hatchery. Without hatcheries, these endangered fish might be extinct, said Ted
Thygensen, a fish hatchery specialist for the Bellingham Fish Hatchery.
Photo by Chris Goodenow.
bottom: a school of Spring Chinook salmon swarms along the bottom of a
Kendall Creek Hatchery holding tank.
Photo by Chris Goodenow.
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Along with NSEA, Whatcom County Conservation District employees work to restore
stream habitat so salmon can thrive again. The WCCD is a federally funded agency focused
on improving stream banks adjacent to agricultural land. The program is voluntary and
farmers often seek the WCCD’s help managing the land around streams and rivers.
“We basically pay farmers a rental fee to allow us to come in and restore the land along
the water banks,” said Sabrina Gouran, a WCCD resource specialist.
The farmers have the option of signing a lo- or 15-year contract and are able to farm the
remainder of their land. The planting and improvements are made at no cost to the farmer.
“We do stream-side planting of conifer trees, hardwood trees and shrubs that are native
to Whatcom County,” Gouran said. “This improves a variety of things like water quality;
it helps lower the water temperature, reduce sediments and nutrient loading as well as
limiting the amounts of erosion along the stream bank.”
The outlook is good for the three-year-old program. The planting has improved water
quality, and added shade should lower stream temperatures.
The hatcheries are trying to create a more natural process at their end as well.
Rather than releasing fry directly from the hatchery, Kendall Creek Hatchery has
acclimation sites where they take them to help get accustomed to the river. When the
fish return, they should bypass the hatchery and spawn on their own.
Volunteers from NSEA help watch the acclimation sites.
“Because they’re endangered, the Spring Chinook need to be watched 24 hours,”
Harwood said. “Our volunteers help enormously.”
The hatcheries also have found other ways to try and naturalize the system.
At Kendall Creek, after they have all the eggs needed for next year’s breeding, any
extra fish that come into the hatchery are taken up stream to spawn naturally, Argenio
said. In past years, any extra fish that came in were killed. Now, even the carcasses are
put back into the river, creating a more natural process and feeding other species.
“One of the neatest things that I’ve seen working here,” Argenio said, “was in one of
the holding ponds, when I saw a little fry eating off a chum carcass. It was so basic, but
just one of those natural processes that you don’t really think of.”
Although hatcheries are not nature, some feel that they are necessary to help replenish
the dwindling native populations.
“I think hatcheries can be a useful tool in helping a native stock develop,” Argenio said.
“We may be breeding Spring Chinook here for 50 more years before they figure out and
fix what’s happened out there.”
Until then, organizations like the WCCD and NSEA will continue restoring the
streams and rivers that once supported salmon runs.
“Our whole point is to not have to augment salmon runs with hatchery fish,” Harwood
said. “In a way we are working to put ourselves out of business.” ^
Junior Carley Graham studies political science at Western.
She was published in the previous issue of the Planet.

In 1989) ONLY THREE SpRING ChINOOK SALMON CARCASSES WERE FOUND IN ALL OF THE
Nooksack River-system. Keep
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THERE IS GENERALLY TWO OR THREE THAT WE DOn’t FIND, BUT IF IT FIADn’t BEEN FOR THE
HATCHERIES THESE FISH MIGHT BE EXTINCT.

Ted Thygensen
Bellingham Fish Hatchery fish hatchery specialist
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Large, charred trees stretch toward the
sky as a lifeless testament to the fire, while ferns and young
trees cover the ground promising new hope for the ecological
systems of the stream. A hawk perched on a dead limb keeps
watch as Whatcom Creek, swollen by winter rains, rounds a
bend and tumbles over the rocky falls. Its strength and speed
resonate through the woods surrounding it.
On June lo, 1999, Whatcom Creek suffered massive devas
tation when a gasoline pipeline ruptured under Bellingham’s
Whatcom Falls Park. The pipe over-pressurized when a valve
at the Bayview terminal in Skagit County shut unexpectedly.
It ruptured, spilling 229,950 gallons of gasoline into
Whatcom Creek. Two young boys playing with a lighter at the
creek’s shore ignited the fuel creating a fireball that quickly
swept through 1.5 miles of the creek. It burned everything in
its path and created a wall of thick, black smoke six-miles tall.
Three boys died that day.
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Wade King and Stephen Tsiorvas were fatally burned by
the blast, while Liam Wood, overcome by the gasoline fumes,
passed out into the creek and drown before it ignited.
Three years later, the Bellingham community still feels emo
tional and ecological wounds of the blast.
“(It was) the way it blew up right in town, killed three young
kids, fried a creek and then the community grabbed onto it
and wouldn’t let it disappear,” said Carl Weimer, executive
director of SAFE Bellingham, a local organization working to
increase pipeline safety nationally.
For the families who lost children in the Olympic Pipeline
explosion, three years hardly seems like an adequate amount of
time to come to terms with the tragedy.
Stephen and Wade’s families have filed wrongful death suits
against Olympic Pipeline Co., which operated the line. The
trial begins April 22.
“There have not been a lot of trials (against pipeline compa
nies,)” Katherine Dalen said. “The oil industry is very power
ful.”
Something very important was taken from Dalen the day

If you fine these companies, they will eliminate their own
spills. Penalties virtually force someone to regulate themselves.
Fran!{ King
Father of Wade King and pipeline activist

Scarred by the 1999 explosion, much of Whatcom Creek’s fragile shore is still off-limits.

her youngest child died.
“I was not really ready for my mothering to be done yet,” she
said. “(Now everything is) clouded by this horrible sadness.
(The family’s) balance is off. You’re not the middle child any
more, now you’re the youngest.”
“When you lose someone in such a horrible way you just
don’t ever recover,” Liam’s mother Marlene Robinson said. “I
can never reconcile how he died and how he died at such a
young age.”
For all these families, the losses of June lo are still very
painful. All still look for ways to live with the hurt.
Mary King said the neighborhood where her son played
feels quiet and subdued now. She said that some children, still
traumatized by the event, can’t pass the place where the acci
dent happened. Many on the block had to watch the boys,
burned on over 95 percent of their bodies, wait on the King’s
front lawn for the ambulance to arrive.
The Kings will be moving soon, and Mary will clean out
Wade’s room and box the last of his things. Mary said she will
probably keep the ecology poster that was hanging on Wade’s
bedroom wall when he died and, though a painful memento, a
bookmark issued out by a pipeline company stuck in the last
book he ever read. Mary said her discovery of these two items
was uncanny.
“You look at all this and you just have to think it’s part of a

bigger plan,” she said.
Perhaps that plan entails the families of Stephen, Wade and
Liam fighting to make pipeline companies accountable for
their actions and giving them a strong incentive to make
pipeline safety the top priority.
Local pipeline-reform activists feel there are many changes
needed in the regulation of the industry. Wade’s father Frank
King said he feels new pipeline laws should protect whistle
blowers so people who work for pipeline companies can report
spills and other problems without losing their jobs. He also
said the government should levy significant fines against com
panies when they have spills.
“If you fine these companies, they will eliminate their own
spills,” Frank said. “Penalties virtually force someone to reg
ulate themselves.”
The Office of Pipeline Safety, part of the Transportation
Department, is the only governing body responsible for regu
lating the pipeline industry. The agency is one of the smallest
in the federal government, with a 2002 operating budget of S59
million and only 120 full-time employees. Pipeline activists
criticize the agency for not properly overseeing the nation’s
pipeline industry.
“Currently they are understaffed, don’t have adequate author
ity or (don’t) use the authority they have and have been influ
enced by oil industry interests way too much,” Weimer said.
SAFE Bellingham steering committee member Greg
Winter said he would like to see more pipeline regulation at
2002 winter
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(It was) the way it blew up right in town, killed three young
kids, fried a creek and then the community grabbed onto it
and wouldn't let it disappear.
Carl Weirner
SAFE BelUngham executive director
Liam Wood

the local level. He said he views regional citizens’ advi
sory councils, like one he served on in Alaska after the
Exxon Valdez oil spill, as a viable option.
“The idea is that it would be an organization working
to improve public participation in ... rule-making and
oversight that would engage in collaborative research
projects with government regulating agencies and
industry so that we can work together to advance
pipeline safety,” Winter said.
Many in Bellingham have been disappointed and frus
trated with pipeline regulation bills so far.
“To be honest, some of us have gotten to be pretty cynical
about the whole legislative process,” Weirner said.
Frank refused to let his son’s name be used on a bill that he
felt was too weak.
“These bills are worthless — they don’t go far enough. I
would love to have a bill named after Wade, Stephen and Liam,
but it needs to be meaningful,” Frank said.
Changes in legislation will likely take a long time, but efforts
by local organizations and individuals working to restore
Whatcom
Creek
have steven Tsiorvas
already helped rehabilitate
the beautiful urban stream.
“It was pretty much a dead
creek (after the explosion),”
said Wendy Scherrer of the
Nooksack
Salmon
Enhancement Association.
Several years before the
explosion, NSEA worked on
Photo courtesy of Katherine Dalen
Whatcom Creek’s riparian zone, the buffer of land and vegeta
tion bordering the creek, creating shade to control water tem
peratures and reducing sedimentation. NSEA has removed

Photo courtesy of Jane Nibler

parking lots to expand the riparian zone, stabilized slopes on
the creek-bed, replaced invasive plant species with native veg
etation and reshaped the creek to create salmon habitat.
Representatives from federal and state organizations, the
Lummi Nation, and the Nooksack Tribe formed the Trustee
Group, an organization working with Olympic to develop a
long-term restoration plan. The City of Bellingham’s superin
tendent of environmental resources, Clare Fogelsong, said the
plan includes three main project categories: acquisition of
properties along the creek, habitat restoration projects and
continuous maintenance and monitoring of the projects.
NSEA and the Trustee Group’s restoration work is dedicat
ed to improving many aspects of Whatcom Creek, not just
damage caused by the pipeline explosion.
“More spawning habitat is available now than before the fire
Wade King___________________________
because of the way
we’ve reconstruct
ed the stream,”
Fogelsong
said,
“(but it’s) still quite
a ways before we
have a fully func
tioning
stream
again.”
Photo courtesy of Frank and Mary King
Just two weeks
after the pipeline explosion, NSEA gained a very important
member when Robinson started working with the group.
“I find my greatest sense of... peace on the creek,” she said, “I
look forward to (working along) it every week. It’s a great dis
traction just doing something that’s bigger than you are.” ^
Senior Jenny Buening studies environmental science at Huxley
College. This is her first published piece.
For more on the 1999 explosion, see the spring 2000 issue of the
Planet at http://planet.wwu.edu/archives
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H ARLANls|piMOLTf||||Mis j watched his aunt
slowly die before his eyes.
Her black hair fell out in clumps and she became too weak to stand,
before she passed away in her small house on the Lummi Indian
Reservation. She was James’ fifth relative to die from internal cancer and
he was curious.
“It hurts to see someone you grew up knowing and loving deterio
rate,” James said. “I wanted to know why.”
James, a Lummi Nation member, found an explanation in the accu
mulated pollution throughout the reservation.
“There is a long list of contaminants in our area,” James said. “If people
are exposed to them long enough, eventually they are going to get sick.”
James and other researchers found traces of mercury, a neurotoxin, and
15 other dangerous compounds and chemicals. Among the toxins, poly
chlorinated biphenyls, or PCBs, and benzoic acid, a preservative used in
dyes and in medicines as a germicide, were found, in addition to cancer
causing agents such as polynuclear aromatic hydrocarbons, or PAHs,
Lummi Natural Resources Chairman Randy Paqwet-sut Kinley said
such pollutants forced the closure of a tribal fishery after tribal
researchers found fish with cancerous growths and sores.
“Our main subsistence crop is being destroyed,” Kinley said. “Our
people are dependent on fishing because it is what we have always done,”
In 1995, warnings about shellfish contamination by U.S. Department
of Agriculture officials prompted fishery closures in Portage Bay.
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Lummi shellfishers sett European Flat Oysters as far
away as Hong Kong.

We are not here to blame anybody. We can blame everyone
until we are buried and the problems will still be there.
The Lummi people are looking to provide answers for
future generations.
Tom Kxwon\isten Edwards
Culture Protection Committee member
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Clams and oysters from
Lummi Shellfish are shipped
to San Francisco and other
cities throughout the West
Coast, left; Manager
Charlie Jefferson spray cleans
a crate of oysters harvested in
tribal fisheries.
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“Within the last four or five years we’ve lost a large portion of our har
vest,” Kinley said.
Sixty percent of the Lummi’s aquatic harvest has been lost or closed
down. The remaining 40 percent is sold to buyers in Los Angeles, San
Franciso and Hong Kong.
Tom Kxwonkisten Edwards, a Lummi Tribal Fisheries and Wildlife
technician and Culture Protection Committee member, said 23 of 25 sites
studied in the Nooksack River watershed violated water quality standards.
Damage caused by aerial pesticide sprays, urban development and lack
of shade have destroyed salmon spawning grounds and caused stream
temperatures to escalate to dangerous levels for aquatic life, Edwards said.
Further complications caused by poor waste management have
allowed trash, sewage and animal excrement to accumulate in Nooksack
River tributaries.
Kinley said tribal researchers found the same rivers and streams he
drank water from as a child accumulate more than 10,000 dump trucks
worth of trash each year.
Some creeks are so damaged they cannot be repaired, he said.
Despite obvious safety hazards, environmental devastation has pro
duced greater impact on the tribe’s economy, Kinley said.
With 8,000 of its 12,500 acres of reservation composed of tideland, the
Lummi Reservation is surrounded by water on all three sides, he said.
“As the largest fishing tribe in the nation, Lummi people are 99 per
cent affected by fishing,” Kinley said.
Closures of fishery and shellfish operations prompted the Lummi
Indian Business Council to schedule the Economic Disaster Relief
Salmon Summit in February 2002 to discuss fishing rights and the tribe’s
recent financial loss of more than $250,000. Competition from Canadian
fishermen and tighter fishing laws have increased the financial distress
in an area already hit by reduced salmon stocks, Kinley said.
“Farm fishing has driven down the prices of salmon,” he said. “Chinook
and Sockeye are the main crop and they have been most affected.”
“They are losing many of the wild stocks,” Nooksack River biologist
Ned Currence said.
With fishing rights extending from Canada to Seattle, Lummi mem
bers traditionally harvest shellfish, as well as octopus and other marine
animals. Recently tribes have done little or no harvesting because of con
tamination, James said.
“Ten years ago 200 to 245 pounds (of shellfish) were caught each day,
now the most productive areas provide less than 40 pounds,” Lummi
shellfisherman Mark George said.
“We still have a healthy harvest, but it is nothing compared to seven
years ago,” said Charlie Jefferson, Lummi Shellfish operations manager.
The declining catch combined with the environmental catastrophe has
also had a cultural effect, Edwards said.
“The private sector is focusing on revenue, bumping up against the

ecosystem,” he said. “The decline of forests and wetlands affects our iso
lation and privacy.”
James said many sites with cultural significance for the Lummi
people are being either traded or sold. However, problems with
urban growth have been the greatest factors in their reservation’s
environmental and cultural decay, he said.
“Only 35 years ago there were about 30,000 people in Bellingham (with
a current population of 67,171),” he said. “Urban sprawl has negatively
impacted hunting and gathering areas that we have been brought up in.”
Because of this, Lummi tribal members have lost their traditional
hunting grounds.
“Hunting is a way to set our tables,” James said. “Selling this land
infringes on hunting and gathering.”
Edwards said in the past, the tribe had little success defending
their treaty rights.
“We have lost much of the land
that was promised to us,” he said.
“Our only option most times is to
go to court.”
The most recent example was in
1999, when, during the construction
of a municipal sewage-treatment
plant, tribal remains were removed Randy Paqwet-sut Kinley
from burial grounds and trans Lummi Natural Resources Chairman
ferred to an archaeological office in
Denver without tribal consent.
“It’s hard to work with people who don’t understand our way of
life,” Edwards said.
James said recent financial problems have compelled the tribe to look
elsewhere for economic stability.
“We have different programs through the tribe to help people that
are economically strained,” he said. “We have to provide enough
development to provide for loss of fishing.”
Programs like JobsNow, an American Indian-funded work resource,
along with the construction of a tribal casino are helping to alleviate the
tribe’s economic problems.
Salmon restoration organizations such as the Nooksack Recovery
Team and Nooksack Salmon Enhancement Association also are helping
replace lost resources, and the introduction of clams to areas previously
reserved for oyster operations has aided in the economic recovery.
“We are not here to blame anybody,” Edwards said. “We can blame
everyone until we are buried and the problems will still be there. The
Lummi people are looking to provide answers for future generations.”
The problems are not limited to the reservation, Edwards said adding
that, “Sooner or later, they become everybody’s problems.”

Harlan James, a Lummi Nation member, lost five family members to
internal cancer and believes contaminates on the reservation may have
been the cause.

As the largest fishing tribe in the
nation, Lummi people are 99 percent
affected by fishing.

Senior Paul Olund studies journalism at Western. He has previously been
published in What’s Up, the Whatcom Watch and The Western Front.
2002

winter /

the planet

[33]

You can change (the pollution’s) form, but its

An

Overdu

Outside her sixth-eloor office win
dow in the Herald building, Bellingham Bay demands Robyn
du Pres attention. From here, the North Sound Baykeeper and
environmental advocate can watch the bay’s ebb and flow. She
watches green ocean water enter the bay and sweep east
towards Bellingham, picking up chalky sediment as it flows
past the Nooksack River’s mouth.
As the sediment falls it blankets the chemical-laden bay floor
where, according to the Environmental Protection Agency and
the Washington Department of Ecology, the soil contains toxic
levels of pollutants such as mercury, phenols and fourmethylphenol. The necessary clean-up is complicated by feder
al navigation channels, located between Georgia-Pacific West,
Inc.’s pulp mill and Little Squalicum Creek, which must be
dredged before they fill with silt.
Shipyards, city landfills, timber ponds, food processors, pulp
mills and paper plants deposited most of the bay’s pollution
between 1900 and 1975. During recent testing, 45 percent of the
contaminated sediment contained mercury.
The pollution distribution throughout the bay is not even; it
occurs in concentrated areas, or hot spots, near its source. The
largest concentration of contamination is in the Whatcom
Creek Waterway, adjacent to G-P. Chip Hilarides, the facility’s
environmental manager said the corporation takes responsibil
ity for some of the pollution.
All the contaminated sediment targeted for clean-up is in the
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inner bay, including the shoreline between Fairhaven and
Little Squalicum Creek. The parties responsible for the pollu
tion agree there is about 800,000 cubic yards of contaminated
sediment in the bay.
“If Safeco Field were your disposal site,” said Mike Stoner,
Port of Bellingham environmental manager, “(the contaminat
ed sediment) would fill it top to bottom.”
The contaminated sediment endangers plant life, fish and
humans through a process called bioaccumulation. Aquatic
plants, like land plants, absorb nutrients from soil and incorpo
rate them into their structure. Contaminates from the soil accu
mulate in plants, which in turn contaminate animals.
According to the EPA, people are exposed to mercury —
which damages the brain and kidneys and causes birth defects
— by eating contaminated seafood.
“The Mad Hatter was mad because he used to use mercury
in hat making,” du Pre said.
Historical pollution, like that in Bellingham Bay, falls under
the Model Toxics Control Act, which “establishes administra
tive processes and standards to identify, investigate and clean
up facilities where hazardous materials” are located.
MTCA is the state equivalent of the federal Comprehensive
Environmental Response, Compensation and Liability Act,
commonly known as Superfund. Through both acts, the gov
ernment holds polluters responsible for any pollution they cre
ate. If a polluter cannot be located or has gone out of business.
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:e nuclear waste — you can't make it go away.
Robyn du Pre
North Sound Bayt{eeper

Bellingham Bay covers the western horizon from Bellingham.The bay was ranked as the 15th
most contaminated water body in the United States by the Environmental Protection Agency.
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the government assumes responsibility for the clean-up costs.
Clean-up is required when a site’s pollution levels exceeds
legal standards. In Washington, Ecology is the lead agency for
all MTCA-mandated decontamination projects, Ecology’s
Lucy Mclnerney said.
The concentration of mercury, specifically methylmercury,
in Bellingham Bay’s sea life ranges from one-part-per-million
to five ppm, which would require health advisories in some
states but not Washington.
“(It would) take another 20 years for the Nooksack to clean
it up,” Stoner said. “We want to do it in three or four.”
But simply dumping clean sediment onto the contamination
or allowing the river to cover it with sediment would signifi
cantly decrease the shipping channels’ depths — effectively
ending commercial shipping in Bellingham.
In May 1994, the Cooperative Sediment Management
Program, a consortium of Washington state and federal agen
cies, began a project to serve as a model for future sediment
clean-ups in the state. By integrating sediment clean-up, habi
tat restoration and economic redevelopment, program mem
bers hoped to increase the effectiveness of sediment purifica
tion processes.
“(CSMP founders) recognized that it was difficult to move
forward in a timely manner on sediment clean-up,” Mclnerney
said. “It is time to find a better way to do this than spending
everyone’s time and money in court.”
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Mercury is a naturally occurring trace element
that, due to human activities, can now be found
in dangerously high concentrations. Mercury
exists in three forms; methyl, elemental and
inorganic. While human releases to the environ
ment are usually elemental or inorganic mercury,
biological processes can transform these into a
more
deadly
form,
methylmercury.
Methylmercury can cross cell membranes more
easily and bioaccumulate to levels that affect
fetal and adult nervous systems.
More
information
is available on the
Environmental Protection Agency website at
http://www.epa.gov/mercury/index.html
-Colin Dietrich

The CSMP considered a variety of bays to test their new model,
including Elliot Bay in Seattle and Port Gardener Bay in Everett,
but local officials brought the pilot project to Bellingham.
The CSMP formed the Bellingham Bay Pilot Project Team
in 1996. Though Ecology and the city government co-supervise the project, the team uses a new consensus-based model to
coordinate pollution control, sediment clean-up and habitat
restoration in Bellingham Bay.
The team includes representatives from state and federal
environmental agencies, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers,
the Port and City of Bellingham, Whatcom County, the
Lummi Nation, and the Nooksack Tribe. The group is broken
into work groups to target sediment treatment, source control
and habitat restoration. The entire team meets periodically to
discuss each work group’s activities.
There are, however, difficulties in the consensus-based
model. Chris Spens, senior planner for the City of Bellingham
and member of the pilot team, said agencies are accustomed to
looking only at their own goals and can fail to realize opportu
nities for improvement.
“Its like putting 10 dogs and 10 cats and 10 mice into a room
and then, on top of that, spraying them down with water,”
Spens said.
Despite the project’s difficulties, Spens said the agencies
involved have “the authority, technology, process and know
how” to reach a solution.
“We are the right people to tackle this problem,” he said.
“We really care.”
In the fall of 2000, the team produced an Environmental
Impact Statement, or EIS, as mandated by MTCA, designat
ing a preferred alternative to deal with the contaminated sedi
ment and a comprehensive strategy for each clean-up compo
nent. In the plan, chemical hot spots within federal waterways
will be dredged, while other hot spots will be covered with
clean sediment to protect sea life.
This preferred alternative is not necessarily a final plan for
clean-up. Stoner said the team must solve many design prob
lems and finalize environmental permits before the plan is
complete. During this process parts of the comprehensive plan
may change, including the contaminated sediment’s disposal
site and storage method.
According to the EIS, a contained aquatic disposal site^ or
CAD, is the most cost-effective disposal option. With a CAD,
sediment is dredged and then contained off shore in a sub-tidal
area near the old Cornwall Landfill, capped with three to four
feet of clean sediment and replanted with vegetation to
encourage native species recolonization.
G-P’s partial closure created another sediment disposal

If Safeco Field were your disposal site, (the
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Port of Bellingham Environmental Manager Mike Stoner looks over the Georgia-Pacific West, Inc. log pond, located near the Whatcom Creek Waterway.

option. In its proposal, G-P would house contaminated sedi
ments in 15 acres of a 27-acre wastewater-treatment lagoon,
leaving the unused portion to treat wastewater. Ecology is
reviewing a supplemental EIS on the G-P proposal before
releasing it for public comment.
G-P‘s proposal would create about 15 acres of new land on
the Bellingham waterfront, which would be owned by G-P,
Hilarides said. If this alternative is chosen, the water drawn out
of the sediment could be treated in the G-P wastewater treat
ment plant.
“This is the only alternative that allows you to use techniques
that minimize the environmental impacts of dredging,”
Hilarides said.
While new land would be created, the underlying sediment
would still be contaminated.
“You can change (the pollution’s) form,” du Pre said, “but its
like nuclear waste — you can’t make it go away.”
Du Pre urged the team to reconsider removing the sediment
entirely and dumping it in a landfill. Though the alternative
was originally dismissed because of its cost, she said several

pilot team members informed her the price of upland disposal
has decreased significantly. In a letter she wrote to Ecology, she
quoted a state agency official as saying, “the landfills are prac
tically begging for this stuff.”
Each alternative in the EIS carries a different price tag.
According to the EIS the preferred alternative, capping, will cost
about S29 million while upland disposal was about $84 million.
The cost will be split among the polluters based on the
amount of pollution each created. Hilarides said G-P would be
paying a large portion of the clean-up costs.
Despite the slow speed of the project, du Pre, Stoner and
Spens each said the opportunity to work together provided
them with better results than working alone.
Still, it is easy to get lost in the process and forget the end
result. Looking out the window of her office, across the bay du
Pre said, “We need to remember who we are doing this for and
if it is because the sediment standards have been violated. I’m
not interested.”
Ir

Senior Kim Voros studies environmental policy at Huxley College. This
is her first published work.
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‘Eventually, all things merge into one.
and a river runs through it. The river
was cut by the world’s great flood and
runs over rocks from the basement of time.
On some of the rocks are timeless raindrops.
Under the rocks are the words,
and some of the words are theirs.’

NORMAN MACLEAN (1902-1990)

